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1 
Abstract 
 
 
For the past few decades, nature documentaries have remained a stable genre in the 
world of television and cinema, evolving at a slow pace towards increasingly 
spectacular camera performances and the respect of animals. A guarantee of quality, 
merging beautiful scenery with cinematic music and simple plots. In recent years 
however, the chain reaction triggered by global warming has accelerated to an extent 
that increasingly forces news outlets to call it a climate emergency or the climate crisis. 
A growing movement of activists of all ages and their influential spokespeople, from 
Greta Thunberg to David Attenborough, are pressing people and governments to 
acknowledge the gravity of the situation and take radical action. In this climate, it is 
difficult to imagine how nature documentaries could remain what they had been up until 
now: seemingly objective images of animals far from humans, whose untold stories are 
revealed by the voice of a narrator. With a loss of 60% of the planet’s wildlife since 
1970 according to the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), journalists and filmmakers 
themselves have wondered how much longer documentaries claiming to care about the 
environment could still avoid showing man’s impact, while landscapes and species 
continue to disappear. Two series of wildlife documentaries responding to this criticism 
were launched respectively on the BBC in October 2017 and on Netflix in April 2019. 
They were both narrated by the most notorious wildlife documentary voice in the UK, Sir 
David Attenborough. This dissertation identifies the tools used in ​Blue Planet II​ and 
refined in ​Our Planet ​to introduce global warming into the discourse of their genre. In 
doing so, it answers the question of how modern wildlife documentaries can highlight 
the relationship between animal protection and climate change, while visually 
maintaining the genre’s codes separating nature from the human world. This paper 
argues that by systematically reminding the viewers of the connection between all living 
beings, these series have created a new discourse for the genre. This innovation 
comes after years of BBC nature documentaries rarely acknowledging climate change, 
and allows filmmakers to demonstrate accountability and encourage viewers to act 
against global warming, in a way that is unique to wildlife documentaries.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Since the beginning of the twenty first century, global warming has increasingly 
been described at the source of all of our current problems. In recent years, it has 
become apparent that scientists’ predictions as well as the public’s expectations on the 
matter had been too optimistic, creating a growing gap between known facts and action 
taken since 1988 (Helsing 40). Species are now reaching extinction at an impressive 
rate, and in 2019 scientists have shocked the general public by declaring that humans 
were responsible for the sixth mass extinction on Earth (Ceballos et al. 4). The growth 
of the science-action gap is partly rooted in the emotional difficulty people experience, 
when faced with the ways global warming challenges humanity. Indeed, on a day to day 
basis the effects of climate change are small enough to be ignored. A different 
perspective is therefore necessary to adopt, in order to understand its speed and far 
reaching consequences. Without the help of scientists to analyze the data and 
journalists or filmmakers to translate it to the general public, the phenomena could 
easily be overlooked (Lewis and Maslin 171). People in central Europe might notice the 
rarefaction of snow year after year, but without the scientific knowledge to explain this 
shift, the scope of the problem remains hard to grasp. When filmmakers and other 
communicators successfully convey climate change information to an audience, a new 
problem arises. This information indeed has the potential to leave people too 
overwhelmed to take action (Salas 5). This paralysis is in fact a serious source of 
psychological distress in the 21st century, under the name of global warming anxiety. 
The media therefore has an important role in climate change communication. 
Undeniably, the way filmmakers discuss this phenomena changes the the discourse 
around it, defines the way people perceive it and how they react to it. It can however be 
difficult for filmmakers to find the right angle to approach the issue.  
In the course of the twenty first century, various groups of filmmakers, activists, 
politicians and scientists have joined forces to highlight different aspects of the problem 
and create a new discourse around global warming. Variations of the modern 
environmental discourse can be found in documentaries such as ​Cowspiracy​ (2014) 
highlighting the problem of the meat industry, ​Chasing Ice ​(2013) shedding light on the 
melting of glaciers, and Al Gore’s notorious ​An Inconvenient Truth​ (2006) explaining 
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how human activity relates to global warming. In the past two decades these 
documentaries have covered a number of different aspects of the problem. A branch of 
the wildlife documentary genre however has long been blamed for refusing to address 
the issue, and maintaining an outdated image of nature (L’Estrange 1). Examples of 
such documentaries can be found on television channels such as the BBC in the UK or 
Discovery Channel in the US. Their distinctive feature is their portrayal of nature as a 
cinematic universe separate from the “human world” and unaffected by it. In 2017 in the 
United Kingdom, Sir David Attenborough was credited for taking some significant steps 
towards the creation of this long awaited change in the wildlife documentary discourse. 
Attenborough owes this reputation to the alleged impact of his BBC series ​Blue Planet II 
(2017) on plastic legislation, which was followed by the release of his popular Netflix 
series ​Our Planet​ (2019). This dissertation applies discourse analysis to these two 
series, to find out how modern wildlife documentaries can highlight the relationship 
between animal protection and climate change, while visually maintaining the genre’s 
visual codes and framing out humans.  
In order to answer this question, the various chapter identify the tools used by 
Blue Planet II​ and refined by ​Our Planet ​to introduce global warming to this branch of 
the wildlife documentary genre. The first chapter of this dissertation provides the 
necessary background information to understand the history of on-screen human 
presence in nature documentaries. This is followed by an introduction to a central, but 
invisible actor in BBC wildlife documentaries: frequent narrator David Attenborough. 
The second chapter is a literature review including a study of Timothy Morton and 
Slavoj Žižek’s criticism of modern ecology. This literature review is crucial to establish 
why despite the absence of humans on screen, this branch of the genre still has a role 
to play in the era of the climate crisis. The fourth chapter of this dissertation discusses 
the relevance of critical discourse analysis to analyze the narrative tools in both series, 
as well as their broader impact on legislation and the implications of a Netflix release. 
The fifth chapter discussed the ways in which ​Blue Planet II ​represents the start of a 
new chapter for the genre, with a focus on the changes in plastic legislation that 
followed, and how these changes relate to Attenborough’s notoriety. The sixth chapter 
discusses the importance of highlighting the connections between all living beings to 
share a global warming message with wildlife documentary audiences. The seventh 
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chapter focuses on ​Our Planet​’s discursive tools, and particularly on the emotional 
balance created between shock and hope, a dynamic benefiting a long term impact on 
the audience. Finally, the streaming platform which broadcasts ​Our Planet ​is discussed 
in terms of environmental responsibility but also in terms of the advantages online 
distribution offers to such educational documentaries. This dissertation ends by offering 
an insight on the ways wildlife documentary filmmaking and filmmaking in general, can 
evolve into an environmentally conscious field. 
 
2. Human Presence in Wildlife Documentaries 
 
This chapter focuses both on the disapparition of humans from wildlife 
documentary images, and on the ways film ethics grew to spare animals from 
film-related harm. Understanding how humans disappeared from wildlife documentary 
visuals is crucial to comprehend why, despite its portrayal of a natural world away from 
humans, the genre possesses a unique asset for climate change activism. Indeed the 
gradual disappearance of humans alongside the reduction of on-screen animal harm, 
shows how wildlife documentaries evolved to protect the animals they film. This 
evolution towards animal protection shows that include climate change activism is a 
natural evolution for the genre. These two points are deepened in the literature review, 
exploring the philosophical reasons behind this portrayal of nature and addressing the 
criticism it triggered. This chapter also introduces the main human presence in wildlife 
documentaries, and highlights the role Attenborough’s notoriety plays in leaving a long 
lasting effect on viewers. 
 
A. The Evolution of Human Presence in Wildlife Documentaries 
 
Wildlife documentaries focus on following non-human species, living in their 
natural habitat. Although some of these films still show humans, the branch of wildlife 
documentaries this research focuses on is one which systematically visually frames out 
humans. These documentaries thus encourage a world view seemingly separating 
humans from nature, instead of showing humans being part of nature (Morton 117). 
This absence of humans is at the core of the genre’s identity, and for decades these 
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programs have also made the decision to keep all man-made objects out of frame. This 
framing of nature as pure and unpolluted has however become increasingly difficult for 
filmmakers to achieve, both technically and ethically. This section provides the historical 
information necessary to understand when humans began being excluded from visuals, 
despite early wildlife documentaries’ inclusion of often violent human protagonists 
(Benedictus par. 1). In the third chapter, the literature review will discuss in greater 
detail the moral dilemmas surrounding the framing out of humans. 
This genre’s developments are closely tied to the evolution of technology, which 
enabled filmmakers to capture increasingly cinematic images. It is also tied to the 
evolution of ethics, which requires filmmakers to have the smallest possible influence 
on the species they film. The roots of the wildlife documentary genre date back to the 
very first versions of the moving image. In the late 1870s, decades before the invention 
of the cinematograph, Eadward Muybridge captured his first photographs of movement. 
These chronophotographs enabled him to observe and decompose movement in men 
as well as in animals (Giliberti 12). In 1878 he was able to photograph the different 
positions of a horse galloping, which implies that there was an early interest in studying 
animals using moving images.​ ​In 1892, the invention of the cinematograph enabled the 
creation of films documenting animals for scientific purposes. Scientists who used film 
for their observations at the time, would often privilege the visual aspect of their 
observations over the scientific one (​Aufderheide 118​). This was soon followed by the 
creation of films such as ​Hunting the White Bear​ (1903) and ​Roosevelt in Africa​ (1910) 
which were produced for entertaining purposes. These films showcased hunters and 
on-screen animals killings were very common. Between 1922 and 1933, a British series 
of short documentaries called ​Secrets of Nature​ began to take the narrative direction of 
what would later become wildlife documentaries. Indeed, similarly to modern wildlife 
documentaries, these black and white productions used a narrative voice giving 
anthropomorphic qualities to the fauna and flora it discussed. Meanwhile on the other 
side of the Atlantic, the first animal documentary recognized as a commercial success 
was released, following the popularity of ​Nanook of the North​ (1922). The documentary 
was called ​Simba ​(1928) and its two directors, Martin and Osa Johnson, were filmed as 
they explored Africa with the protection of a gun, giving names to the wild animals they 
hunted and sharing satirical commentary on their surroundings (​118​). At the time, there 
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was not much concern shown for the well-being of the animals filmed. In multiple 
scenes of ​Simba​, the couple enters seamingly dangerous situations and executes 
animals as a response (Giliberti 13). ​Secrets of Nature ​and ​Simba​ show that the 
pioneers of the wildlife documentary genre did not exclude humans from their images. 
However, human presence was often related to violent behaviors towards animals.  
In the years that followed, some documentaries began to take a radical position 
by showing man as an intruder in a perfectly balanced nature, instead of satirically 
commenting on animal hunting. The work of a Swedish documentary filmmaker called 
Arne Sucksdorff is an example of this way of thinking. His films were released between 
1940 and 1972, and often received international success. Their innovative spirit inspired 
other documentary filmmakers, such as the french George Rouquier (​Aufderheide 119​). 
In the United States, the next important step in the wildlife documentary history was 
Disney’s film ​Seal Island​ (1948). ​Seal Island​ was one of the first documentaries to use 
an uplifting narrative voice giving animals anthropomorphic qualities, while also 
excluding humans from visuals (Giliberti 14). Giving anthropomorphic qualities to 
animals is no surprise coming from a company already established in entertainment for 
children, as well as animation. This practice undoubtedly helped viewers identify with 
the species on screen, and thus participated in increasing human empathy towards the 
“animal kingdom”. ​Seal Island​ won an Oscar, which contributed to increasing the 
demand for and the production of similar documentaries.  
Disney thus continued to produce documentaries using the same recipe until 
1960, as part of their ​True-Life Adventures ​ (1948 - 1960) series. These documentaries 
always began with a disclaimer promising that animals had not been harmed in the 
making and that scenes had not been staged either. For the most part, they also 
excluded humans from the picture, a concept which inspired the modern wildlife 
documentary format. Various countries in that time period began to forbid animal cruelty 
on screen. In 1938, the Cinematograph Films Act was signed in Great Britain in order to 
forbid harming animals for audiovisual purposes. Two years later in the United States, 
the American Humane Association created the ​“No animal was harmed”​ disclaimer 
(Lippit 11). While the creation of this label greatly decreased animal harm in filmmaking, 
it did not entirely stop it. An example of this statement can be found in popular culture, 
with Peter Jackson’s ​The Hobbit​ (2012)​ ​as 27 animals lost their lives in the making 
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(Memmott 1). While audiences at the time of ​Simba​’s release were not bothered by on 
or off-screen animal cruelty, modern audiences no longer tolerate it. Wildlife 
documentaries have thus evolved with the public’s sensitivity regarding animal violence, 
which shows that the genre is indeed capable of changing. In the age of the climate 
crisis, audiences and filmmakers’ sensibilities are changing and it is only natural for 
wildlife documentaries to adapt their ethical considerations to global warming. This 
dissertation argues that animal preservation and the fight against global warming are in 
fact intimately linked. The necessity of understanding this balance is an omnipresent 
idea in the series studied, as neither cause can thrive without the other. This section 
showed that the branch of wildlife documentaries which frames out humans originated 
from an anthropomorphic representation of animals in the early and mid 1900s. This 
anthropomorphic representation was soon followed by a desire to protect animals in 
other genres of filmmaking. While humans have disappeared from the visuals in this 
type of wildlife documentaries, I would argue that they are still very present in it. Indeed 
while it might not seem like it, human presence has always remained in wildlife 
documentaries, in the form of a voice called the narrator. The following chapter is a 
reflection on the role of this voice, as it introduces the narrator of both ​Blue Planet II ​and 
Our Planet​: David Attenborough. 
  
B. Human Presence through the Narration of David Attenborough 
 
David Attenborough is a well-known documentary voice over and producer, 
associated with both ​Blue Planet II​ and ​Our Planet​. Historically, he has also been 
involved with the BBC since 1952, which has allowed him to become a recognizable 
presence for english-speaking audiences. The success of his animal series ​Zoo Quest 
(1954) motivated the BBC to create its National History Unit in 1957, which is 
responsible for all of their wildlife documentaries (Monbiot par. 5). Since then, 
Attenborough has worked on a colossal number of nature documentaries which have 
earned him the reputation of being one of the most influential people at the BBC, and in 
the United Kingdom. In recent years however, instances of journalists criticizing his 
work’s lack of environmental accountability multiplied. The Guardian repeatedly 
accused him of betraying the environment he claimed love, by downplaying climate 
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change (par. 5). In a 2018 article George Monbiot, a journalist and former employee of 
the BBC, accused Attenborough and the channel of having done less for environmental 
awareness than fossil fuel companies. Monbiot argued that Attenborough’s influence on 
wildlife documentary production made it morally condemnable for him to have waited 
until 2017’s ​Blue Planet II ​ to incorporate climate change in his narrative. As discussed 
in the fifth chapter of this dissertation however, since the production of ​Blue Planet II​ the 
BBC has changed its company policy regarding single use plastic. Since then, it also 
seems to have become Attenborough’s mission to take an active part in global warming 
communication (Gouyon 1). Indeed two years after the release of the wildly popular 
show ​Blue Planet II ​, Attenborough further established his commitment to fight climate 
change using wildlife documentaries, by launching the series ​Our Planet​ on Netflix. 
Contrary to ​Blue Planet II​, which only addressed climate change profoundly in its last 
episode, ​Our Planet​’s eight episodes were all completely centered around global 
warming. While the genre has often been criticized for separating humans from their 
environment, this dissertation argues humans have never truly been absent from the 
genre (Jones 1). This is greatly due to the existence of the narrator, as this voice 
insures that the separation can never be complete. In every wildlife documentary hints 
of human presence can be found in the voice of the narrator, as well as through 
moments such as timelapses, which remind viewers of the man-made technology 
behind each film. This section introduced the genre’s most notorious english speaking 
narrator, because his notoriety played an important part in the success of ​Blue Planet II​. 
The following chapter will explain the role of notoriety in conveying environmental 
messages. This will be helpful to further understand why the narrator’s notoriety is 
indeed one of the main discursive tools used in both series studied, to introduce global 
warming into the discourse of their genre. 
 
C. Notoriety and Climate Change Activism 
 
Attenborough’s notoriety is without doubt one of the main tools ​Blue Planet II ​and 
Our Planet​ use to convey their environmental message, highlighting the relationship 
between animal protection and climate change while visually separating nature from the 
human world. In the 21st century, celebrities have become the usual messengers for 
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climate science. Examples include Greta Thunberg, whose notoriety was created 
around activism, and popular culture celebrities such as Leonardo Dicaprio. This makes 
it seem as though celebrities might be able to attract attention towards environmental 
causes, simply by becoming publicly involved with them. In the case of Dicaprio for 
instance, fans who might not have had prior interest in global warming, could indeed 
begin to care after seeing his activism. Attenborough’s case is different, because he is 
already trusted by wildlife documentary audiences, who presumably already care about 
animals. Therefore his involvement might be useful to highlight the close relation 
between animal protection and climate change. One could also assume that his 
involvement might ease these audiences into accepting that the wildlife documentary 
genre needs to change to include global warming. The influence of celebrities has been 
the subject of various studies, which all indicate that the use of notoriety to 
communicate on climate change can be traced back to the beginning of the 21st 
century (Thrall et al. 362). Until the 1980s, climate change was essentially seen as a 
scientific topic and scientists were the main actors involved in it. Different social groups 
then took interest in the subject and it became framed as a mainstream issue rather 
than just a scientific one. Many scholars are of the opinion that this shift matches with 
the moment celebrities became involved (Anderson 542). A study by Boykoff and 
Goodman of the decades between 1987 and 2006 has showed a tremendous increase 
in celebrity involvement starting in 2005. This includes actors, singers and even 
politicians. In her book ​Green Documentary: Environmental Documentary in the 
Twenty-First Century​ (2014) Helen Hughes argues that celebrity involvement is indeed 
an effective tool to gain the trust of an audience, and that it often dissuades people from 
thinking they are being manipulated to support an issue hiding more cynical business 
motivations (Hughes 119).  
Trevor Thrall and colleagues specifically studied the relationship between 
celebrity involvement and the interest of audiences in a topic. They found that the 
involvement of celebrities in such documentaries is usually not the initial reason which 
triggers people’s interest in global warming. According to them, this often works in a 
different order. Indeed, it was only after climate change began to gain traction in the 
media that celebrities took interest in the issue and became involved (Thrall et al. 385). 
Their studies do show however, that the presence of celebrity spokespeople often 
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makes audiences care about these issues for a longer time. Celebrity involvement thus 
cannot be credited for being entirely responsible for changes in public opinion, but it can 
participate in bringing long lasting visibility to certain topics (Anderson 543). This 
section established why Attenborough’s notoriety is important, as it can help bringing 
long lasting visibility to the topics addressed. The fifth chapter will use this knowledge to 
show that this notoriety played a part in the legislative impact of ​Blue Planet II​. The 
narrator being the only true human presence remaining in the branch of wildlife 
documentaries studied in this paper, its different aspects will be discussed in later 
chapters. The following chapter is a literature review, discussing the philosophical and 
historical reasons behind the idea that nature is separated from human society, and 
addressing the criticism this view triggers. This chapter will be an opportunity to 
understand why I argue that humans are not as separated from nature in wildlife 
documentaries as many believe. This will help in finding out how modern wildlife 
documentaries are able to highlight the relationship between animal protection and 
climate change, while visually maintaining the genre’s illusion that nature is separate 
from humans.  
 
3. Literature Review 
 
The recent evolutions brought into the wildlife documentary genre by ​Blue Planet 
II ​and ​Our Planet​ have not been the subject of much research yet. Therefore by 
showing how wildlife documentaries can uniquely highlight the relationship between 
animal protection and climate change, this dissertation aims help normalize global 
warming discourse in wildlife documentaries, and encourage further reflection on 
environmentalism in filmmaking. This chapter highlights how humans came to think of 
nature as an entity separate from them, and why this portrayal was deemed harmful by 
some scholars. The prolongation of this thought is that wildlife documentaries are not 
adapted to a world combating global warming, and that their existence can no longer be 
justified. Confronting this criticism will thus help understanding why ​Blue Planet II ​and 
Our Planet ​are a proof that filmmakers can visually portray nature as a magnificent 
world of its own, while still helping people realize that their existence is connected to all 
life on Earth and awakening a drive for environmental protection. With this in mind, the 
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first section of this literature review focuses on the concept of nature and the criticism 
that has arisen against it in recent years. 
 
A. ​Modern Ecology and the Concept of Nature 
 
The term anthropocene has increasingly been used to define our era of 
ecological breakdown. “Anthropos” coming from the Greek for “human” and “cene” 
being a suffix used to talk about geological periods, the word “anthropocene” is still 
subject to some debate (Blasdel par. 9). Attenborough’s use of the term shows that the 
producers of his documentary series stand on the supportive side of the argument. In 
this dissertation, I use the term anthropocene to discuss the theories of scholars 
Timothy Morton and Slav​oj Žižek. At first sight, these theories seem to contradict the 
way nature is portrayed in wildlife documentaries, thus they allow for a deeper analysis 
of the decision to frame out humans in six out of the seven episodes of ​Our Planet​. 
Morton indeed argues that in order to save our environment, we must not only stop 
presenting nature as holy, but also entirely give up the idea of nature as something 
external to us (Morton 117). For years, this separation between man and nature has 
been one of the most criticized characteristics of the branch of wildlife documentaries 
Our Planet ​belongs to. Critics argue that the very existence of a branch of 
documentaries portraying nature as a separate entity from humans is harmful to the 
protection of the environment (L’Estrange 1). Morton explains that our current idea of 
nature associated with forests, mountains, rivers and the absence of man, is a concept 
that only dates back to the Romantic period. The Romantics were artists and thinkers 
whose work was a reaction to an increasingly industrialised world (Morton 122). They 
indeed viewed the rationalisation, enhanced by Enlightenment thinkers, as something 
that alienated Man from the environment and they had a desire to bridge that gap. This 
desire for harmony between living beings is not inherently wrong according to Morton, 
but it still implies that it is possible for man to be separated from nature. It frames nature 
as something which is outside of humans and creates a psychological difference 
between us and the almost mystical “mother nature”. In light of Morton’s theories, it 
could initially seem that the choice made in​ Blue Planet II ​and even more so in ​Our 
Planet​ to visually frame out humans is in fact harmful to environmental protection. 
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Indeed, according to both Morton and Žižek, portraying nature as something holy and 
separate from the human world makes it easier for ecology to avoid changing the status 
quo. This dissertation argues however that even while visually framing humans out, 
both series find ways to highlight the interconnections between Man and the rest of life 
on Earth, which participates in closing the already existing gap in people’s minds 
between them and their environment. 
Žižek takes Morton’s reflections further, first of all by arguing that recycling and 
other current forms of ecology exist mainly to make consumers feel good about 
themselves ​(​“The Great Challenge of the Left” 00:03:12 - 00:04:07). He accurately 
notices that throwing something away makes it disappear from people’s sight and 
thoughts, but not from the physical world (“Ecology as Religion” 00:00:20 - 00:00:50). 
His argument is based on the fact that most of the garbage produced by humanity has 
not been recycled, but rather accumulated in the oceans and on land. Yet, the 
existence of recycling makes people believe that they can keep their consumerist way 
of life while erasing their impact on the planet. This does not lead to the necessary 
reduction of consumption ecologists should aim at, but rather to harmful behaviors 
encouraged by capitalist brands. Žižek criticizes brands such as Starbucks that are 
increasingly following the trend of green capitalism. Green capitalism allows these 
companies to keep pushing for more consumption, while guaranteeing that a small 
percentage of the money paid by their customers is donated to help environmental 
causes. This concept is implemented at various levels, sometimes called “carbon 
offsetting” (Rea par. 2). In the case of carbon offsetting, a company might decide to 
donate a certain amount of money to an environmental project, to make up for the 
carbon emissions they create with their product. These techniques allow customers to 
keep consuming, while freeing them of their environmental guilt. Žižek thus warns 
people against mainstream ecology, which presents itself as an undebatable authority, 
similar to a new religion for the western world (“Ecology as Religion” 00:05:00 - 
00:05:40). Neither Morton nor Žižek find modern ecology radical enough. While this is 
an interesting perspective to keep in mind, the solution offered by Žižek does not seem 
to be concrete enough. He believes that true environmentalists should learn to love 
garbage as much as trees, and claims that what we call “natural catastrophes” are no 
more cruel than the climate crisis (“Ecology as Religion” 00:03:30 - 00:04:00). While his 
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thoughts on the reduction of consumption are shared by most environmentalists, his 
reflections do not encourage taking action to protect the species whose suffering and 
extinction ​Blue Planet II ​and ​Our Planet ​aim to diminish. These two series are indeed 
motivated by animal protection, and aim to create a new language for their genre to 
highlight how that relates to climate change. The question the genre’s detractors ask is 
whether the genre they belong to does more harm than good for these animals and 
climate change (L’Estrange 1). I would argue that while these series do not 
revolutionize the ideas of modern ecology, both of them are helpful to animal protection 
and have an impact on their viewers’ knowledge and behaviours. As the following 
chapters show, this is achieved by finding balance in various areas. This includes 
finding balance between visually excluding humans, and auditively including them. 
Nevertheless, Žižek accurately observes that the premise of ecological discourse 
is indeed that the perfect harmony of the planet is being destroyed by human hybris 
(“Ecology as Religion” 00:02:50 - 00:03:30). While the two series do present nature as 
somewhat of a perfect harmony declining as a consequence of human action, they also 
show the resilience of the Earth, its ability to recover and emphasize that what we call 
“man made global warming” can be fixed by changing certain human behaviors. In that 
sense, they do not blame humans for breaking the harmony but rather encourage 
viewers to realize that they are part of this harmony. In doing so, they inspire their 
audience to act in order for the balance between all living beings to be heightened, 
which ​Our Planet​ argues is the key to eliminating climate change. This paper thus 
argues that ​Our Planet ​found a unique way for wildlife documentaries to remind people 
that they are part of nature. By systematically highlighting the interconnectivity of all life 
on Earth, ​Our Planet ​successfully engages viewers and reminds them that they are part 
of nature, while still presenting it as magnificent and harmonious. Morton’s theories 
therefore still present valuable elements that enable the readers to have a different 
outlook on global warming. In his book ​Ecology without Nature: Rethinking 
Environmental Aesthetics ​(2009), he explains that in order to save our environment we 
have to confront environmental issues not as a perversion of nature, but similarly to a 
computer problem. In other terms, he believes that the environmental issues we are 
facing should be seen as a code with a syntax error to fix. He argues that this 
realization can help understanding climate change and thus make people take action. 
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As he phrases it in a 2018 lecture “if you can understand something, you are 
responsible for it” (“Being Ecological” 01:19:24 - 01:21:06). Now that it has been 
established that wildlife documentaries’ portrayal of nature does not have to be an 
obstacle to environmental thought, the following section will explain why climate change 
was excluded from the wildlife documentary discourse for so long. This will help to 
understand how ​Blue Planet II ​and ​Our Planet ​were able to innovate and introduce 
global warming communication into their branch of the genre. 
 
B. Framing out Humans 
 
The gap between known facts on global warming, and action taken to fight it, 
was first recognized in the United States in 1988 when a man called James Hansen 
spoke at a congressional hearing about the dangers of climate change (Nuccitelli par. 
1). This gap has kept growing wider since then, not only between science and action 
taken but also between the reality of the climate crisis and the way people think about it 
(Helsing 40). Researcher Keynyn Brysse argues that science is partly responsible for 
this growing gap, due to what he calls a tendency of “erring on the side of least drama” 
(Brysse et al. 327). To him, this means that scientists have remained conservative in 
their approach and thus missed out on the fact the global warming would be happening 
at the speed it is today. In his research, Brysse demonstrates that the numbers 
predicted by scientists on elements such as greenhouse gas emissions had indeed 
been underestimated. Brysse’s argument goes against the general conservative 
discourse which claims that scientists are too alarmist, and that climate change is 
nothing to worry about. Wildlife documentaries have their own responsibility in the 
conservative denial of global warming, because they portray nature as magnificent and 
unaffected by humans and industrialization (Giliberti 16). This portrayal of the 
environment has an impact on the way their entire spectatorship sees the world, 
including the many viewers who do care about climate change.  
Wildlife documentary crews travel to the most remote places to find areas devoid 
of human traces. Even in these remote locations however, they find man-made objects 
which they keep out of the frame (Mills, par. 3). These objects range from train tracks to 
plastic and other types of waste, or even humans themselves on tropical vacations. 
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Documentary filmmaker Stephen Mills has written in detail about the ways in which he 
witnessed or participated in this framing out “when we film lions gorging on a bloody 
zebra in the Serengeti, or a cheetah flat out after a bounding gazelle, we rarely turn the 
cameras on the dozen or so Hiace vans and land-rovers, packed with tourists sharing 
the wilderness experience with us” (par. 4). Mills’ writings are often referenced in this 
field of study and various scholars have reflected upon these decisions, as well as the 
moral dilemma they involve. While the work of wildlife documentary filmmakers is 
usually motivated by their love of nature, Mills argues that they know these decisions 
have a great impact on people’s impressions of global warming (Giliberti 16). Indeed, 
because of this portrayal of “the wild”, it is difficult to imagine how viewers could know 
that untouched “wild” spaces barely exist anymore. Whether or not to frame out human 
traces is what Mills calls a “fundamental dilemma” for a filmmaker (par. 9). The less 
filmmakers show man’s impact, the less connected to reality audiences will be. Viewers 
cannot see the biodiversity degradation for themselves, therefore wildlife documentary 
filmmakers are messengers with a moral responsibility towards environmental causes. 
Wildlife documentary crews are responsible for turning the cameras away from human 
traces on location, therefore they detain part of the responsibility in how the public 
views nature and climate change. However, producers hold a lot of the decision-making 
power in this field and therefore they are responsible for giving film crews these 
directives. Perhaps in a less obvious way, audiences also hold some responsibility in 
this matte, as producers make decisions in relation to what they believe the audience 
wants to see. The following chapter presents an insight on the role of the audience in 
Mills’ abovementioned filmmaker dilemma. Understanding that producers make 
assumptions on the expectations of wildlife documentary audiences will shed light on 
why ​Blue Planet II ​only truly addressed climate change in its last episode, and why ​Our 
Planet​’s systematic references to it represents a daring change for the genre. 
 
C​. ​Expectations of the Audience 
 
Documentaries that revolve around global warming are inherently activist films, 
because climate change in western societies is a political subject. This is precisely one 
of the reasons why wildlife documentary producers have rejected the issue for so long 
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(L’Estrange 1). Indeed, the fear of losing an audience is often the reason behind the 
choice of remaining apolitical. The reason for the absence of humans in this genre is 
partly due to what filmmakers believe their audience wants to see. Indeed, Dr Morgan 
Richards blames the audience for still wanting to see nature being portrayed the way it 
is in these documentaries (1). She argues that viewers demand increasingly intimate 
and detailed shots of animals, which can cause more harm than good “we want to peer 
into termite mounds and see inside the dens of polar bears. So there is this 
‘spectacularization’ of wildlife footage that limits the extent to which environmental 
politics have been able to be explored in the wildlife genre” (1). Richards praises wildlife 
documentary filmmakers for their love of nature, quoting Mills’ observations “the loss of 
wilderness is a truth so sad, so overwhelming, that to reflect reality it would need to be 
the subject of every wildlife film” (1). Mills seems to confirm the idea that audiences ask 
for increasingly entertaining or dramatic footage “so it seems that as filmmakers we are 
doomed either to fail our audience, or to fail our cause” (1). While being fully aware of 
the stakes, wildlife documentary filmmakers attempt to maintain their audience by 
creating entertaining films which overlook some difficult issues. Richards praises 
instances when such documentaries live up to the challenge of pleasing their audience 
while cleverly inserting these issues in their narratives. Viewers are not the only ones to 
blame for the genre’s difficulty to reflect accurately this era, by showing the 
environmental changes caused by humans. Richards exposes Discovery Channel for 
requesting that Attenborough changed elements of his earlier series ​Frozen Planet 
(2011). Indeed, by rejecting the last episode which warned against the dangers of 
global warming, the producers made a conscious decision to keep the genre stuck in 
time. This shows that film crews have a desire to discuss global warming, but that they 
still need to fight hierarchy to receive the permission to do so. 
The examples of ​Blue Planet II ​and ​Our Planet ​however show that audiences are 
ready and willing to hear about these topics, if they are brought into the narrative in a 
clever and balanced way. Audiovisual messages have proved to have an influence on 
people’s desires and behaviors, and are an effective tool for social change (Harding 2). 
While that impact can be difficult to measure when it comes to environmental 
documentaries, scholars gather answers by conducting studies and observing social 
media responses, self assessments and donations to environmental funds. Scholars 
20 
who have conducted such studies argue that “​understanding how to modify societal 
attitudes is essential if we are to revert the current global environmental crisis​” 
(Fernández-Bellon and Kane chap. 4). In other words, for more efficient environmental 
protection, they believe filmmakers should choose their battles and educate themselves 
on the existing research in this field in order to maximise impact on their viewers 
(Fernández-Bellon and Kane chap. 2). Now that it has been established that both 
filmmakers and audiences are ready for a change in the wildlife documentary genre, the 
following chapter will discuss the method of analysis used in this dissertation. 
Establishing the relevance of critical discourse analysis in this dissertation is essential 
to be able to analyze the impact ​Blue Planet II ​had on society and the discursive tools it 
used to introduce climate change in a genre which visually frames humans out and 
focuses on animal protection. 
 
4. Method: Critical Discourse Analysis 
 
A. Focus of the Analysis 
 
In this section, the choice of critical discourse analysis to study Attenborough’s 
series ​Blue Planet II ​ and ​Our Planet ​ will be explained. Critical discourse analysis is a 
method which allowed me to find the tools used in both series to tackle global warming, 
while also studying the context of their releases. It was a way to simultaneously study 
the societal impact of both series, the tools they use in the episodes to convey their 
message, and reflect on the online platforms available to modern wildlife documentaries 
and the future of filmmaking in relation to the climate crisis. ​Blue Planet II​ was the first 
step Attenborough took towards using the wildlife documentary genre as a way to 
address global warming from a unique perspective. Discourse analysis allowed me to 
analyze its episodes, but also to observe the impact the series had on legislation and 
investigate on the reasons behind that impact. Studying ​Blue Planet II​ also helped 
understanding why ​Our Planet ​was able to integrate global warming so fully in its 
narrative, despite the usual reluctance of producers to create politically engaged wildlife 
documentaries. Episodes 1, 3 and 7 of ​Blue Planet II​ are the ones discussed in the 
analysis, because they are the most inclusive of global warming in their narrative​.  
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Our Planet​, while aiming at a similar goal as ​Blue Planet II​, used a different 
approach. Each episode of ​Our Planet​ is profoundly focused on climate change.​ ​The 
analysis focuses mainly on episodes 1 and 2, as the first one sets the tone for the rest 
of the series and the second one possesses the most visually shocking scene of all 
eight episodes. In the context of ​Our Planet​, critical discourse analysis was a way to 
study the use of language and rhetoric to highlighted interconnectedness, and to create 
emotions of hope and shock in their viewers’ minds. The use of these tools was 
interesting to observe, as all of them had been studied by researchers and were 
deemed helpful to deliver an environmental message. Discourse analysis thus allowed 
a study of both productions and the people behind them, as well as the motivations of 
these different actors for including global warming in their narratives. 
 
B. What Is Critical Discourse Analysis 
 
“Discourse” can be defined as a wide range of social practices. Foucault gave 
this definition a new dimension, arguing that discourse produces “​practices that 
systematically form the objects of which they speak​” (Foucault 49). To him everything is 
discourse, and discourse is the way humans both understand and build the world. All 
meaning is thus constructed by discourse, and it is what gives people the words to form 
a language around a particular subject. He also defines it as a wide system of 
statements, enabling people to think and talk about a certain topic at a particular 
moment in time. Discourse therefore creates meaning and the all the social practices 
attached to it, constantly influencing people’s actions (Hall 291). Therefore it affects 
every aspect of life. There can simply not be any human interaction or opinion about 
anything without discourse. Therefore, discourse also constructs global warming by 
defining it and the language used to talk about it. Different discourses in different 
geographical areas define the ways people around the world rationalize global warming 
at different points in time. In this paper, the documentaries that serve as case studies 
thus participate in the ongoing creation of a discourse around global warming. Because 
it is part of all social practices, Foucault also links discourse to power dynamics. This 
can be seen through Žižek’s idea that modern ecology has become an undebatable 
authority in capitalist societies. Modern ecology has power on the discourse of global 
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warming. It also helps understanding why the influence of notorious people such as 
Attenborough can be used to bring changes to wildlife documentary discourse. In the 
following chapter, the aftermath of ​Blue Planet II​, a series often credited for changing 
people’s attitudes towards plastic, is dissected in order to show that wildlife 
documentaries can have a powerful impact on their viewers’ behaviors and thus have 
the responsibility to use the discursive tools necessary to convey an environmental 
message.  
 
5. ​Blue Planet II: ​Changes in Discourse and Legislation 
 
As explained in the literature review, this dissertation argues that wildlife 
documentaries’ portrayal of nature is not incompatible with fighting global warming. 
Further than that, it argues that the animal protection these documentaries value is 
intrinsically linked with climate change. This means that the genre has reached a point 
where not addressing global warming no longer aligns with their values and calls for a 
change. This chapter focuses on ​Blue Planet II ​and its impact. This series was released 
two years before ​Our Planet ​and studying helps understanding how the 2019 series 
built on its predecessor’s success to address climate change. ​Blue Planet II ​is an 
important case study because it has been widely credited in the press for influencing 
attitudes towards plastic. This chapter thus investigates the series’ actual impact, and 
the tools that were used to achieve that impact.  
 
A. Attitudes towards Plastic before ​Blue Planet II 
 
Although scientists have long known the nefarious impact of plastic, it is in 2017 
that the public woke up to this reality (Bateson par. 1). Plastic is a product derived from 
fossil fuels, which was invented in 1907 (Buranyi par. 28). It proved to be a very 
practical tool and its potential uses were rapidly multiplied. Nowadays, plastic is 
everywhere. It is used in supermarkets to preserve all kinds of foods. It is used to build 
computers, tupperwares, shoes, toys, and even certain types of clothes. Perhaps the 
most common use of plastic which often goes unnoticed, is single use plastic. From 
plastic cups used in social gatherings to the plastic film often covering food in shops, 
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plastic truly is everywhere. Once used, it sometimes travels from our homes to the 
planet’s ocean depths. About eight billion tons of plastic have been produced since 
1907, and over five billion tonnes have remained out in nature (Bateson par. 1). Many 
struggle to imagine how plastic could be taken out of people’s lives in developed 
countries, however this discourse is beginning to change. ​Blue Planet II ​has often been 
credited for positively influencing that shift in the United Kingdom. 
Indeed in 2017 attitudes around plastic changed in the UK, a change whose 
merit journalists attributed to ​Blue Planet II ​(“The Attenborough Effect”). The links 
between the series and that change in attitudes is nevertheless complicated, and 
difficult to measure. A single documentary is rarely the only reason motivating social 
change, and the responsibility for that change requires further investigation. ​Blue Planet 
II ​was not the source of a growth in public interest surrounding plastic. Indeed, 
microplastic had been at the center of scandals since the discovery of microbeads in 
eco-friendly products from brands such as the Body Shop, before the release of the 
series (Buranyi par. 14). People were thus aware of the negative impact of plastic on 
nature before ​Blue Planet II​. Another example of this awareness would be the 
problematic aspects of yoga pants, which also made the news before the release of 
Blue Planet II​. The public indeed realized that microplastics leaked from yoga pants 
through washing machines, and year before the release of ​Blue Planet II​ Greenpeace 
had launched a petition to ban microplastics in the UK, receiving 365 000 signatures 
(par. 3). It was thus only later that ​Blue Planet II​ discussed these microplastics, 
revealing they were being eaten by the smallest living organisms in the food chain, 
eventually poisoning bigger species. Additionally, prior to the series’ release various 
articles highlighted that Attenborough had been criticized by journalists in the past for 
not taking a stance on climate change in his nature documentaries (Booth par. 5). This 
implies that the release of ​Blue Planet II ​was at least partly a reaction to wildlife 
documentary audiences’ complaints. That being said, it is now known that notoriety is 
efficient to help environmental messages stay in people’s minds for longer. Therefore, 
Attenborough’s involvement played a part in ​Blue Planet II​’s impact. The next chapter 
will highlight the ways in which Attenborough’s influence was helpful to reach the UK 
secretary of state for the environment and help create plastic legislation. This will put 
forward an additional advantage notoriety can bring to climate change communication 
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in this genre. 
 
B. ​Blue Planet II​’s Influence on UK Plastic Legislation 
 
The previous section identified that ​Blue Planet II​ followed an already existing 
discourse about plastic, and was not the only source of legislative change. 
Nevertheless the series did an outstanding job at catching the attention of a wide 
audience, including people in the government. The head of commissioning at the BBC, 
Thomas McDonald, claimed “people didn’t just want to talk about the episode – which is 
the usual – they were asking us how to fix things” (Buranyi par. 6). While this 
information should be taken with caution as it comes from one of the heads of the BBC, 
it is interesting to see that he is not the only person who noticed a change with the 
release of the series. The UK secretary of state for the environment at the time of the 
diffusion of ​Blue Planet II ​, Michael Gove, claims that the viewing of the series “haunted” 
him and inspired his proposition to ban single use plastic on a governmental level 
(Rawlinson par. 1). Gove’s claims are quite straightforward and seem to show that 
these documentaries can truly have an impact on governments in ways activists might 
not be able to. Indeed the impact of ​Blue Planet II​ on Gove is likely to be related to the 
trust that Sir David Attenborough inspires in the UK, having been knighted by the 
Queen and being one of the most notorious voices of the BBC. Studies have also 
shown that celebrities are more likely to influence people from their own generation, 
and Attenborough comes from the generation of many people in governmental 
positions, which might have helped Gove’s plastic ban to be implemented (Anderson 8).  
It is however important to know that before introducing his plastic ban 
legislations, Michael Gove was disliked by many progressives partly due to his support 
for Brexit (Freedland par. 1). While Gove claims that his support for Brexit had nothing 
to do with his environmental views, his proposal for this ban could still be aimed at 
gaining popularity amongst those who disliked him. Nevertheless, governmental plastic 
bans did follow his proposition, and after ​Blue Planet II​’s release, the BBC also 
announced that they aimed to ban single use plastic from their offices by 2020. They 
shared a three step program including the removal of containers from their cafeterias, 
as well as plastic cutlery, packaging and cups (“BBC to Ban Single-Use Plastics”). On 
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the website of the BBC, the director general Tony Hall is quoted claiming “like millions 
of people watching Blue Planet II, I was shocked to see the avoidable waste and harm 
created by single-use plastic. We all need to do our bit to tackle this problem, and I 
want the BBC to lead the way” (“BBC to Ban Single-Use Plastics”). ​Blue Planet II 
seems to have helped taking concern for plastic pollution to high decisional spheres of 
society, thus creating environmental laws. While accurately measuring the impact of the 
series on the entirety of its viewers seems impossible, the fact that both Michael Gove 
and Tony Hall were able to influence the discourse surrounding plastic in the UK and 
credit the series does seem to show that such documentaries can have a real impact. 
This chapter focused on analyzing the societal impact of ​Blue Planet II​, in order 
to show that wildlife documentaries can use their strengths to communicate about 
climate change, and have an actual impact on a governmental level. As seen above, 
Blue Planet II ​participated in reframing environmental discourse around plastic pollution. 
Partly due to its narrator’s influence, this even had an impact on UK legislation (Buranyi 
par. 6). The following chapter analyzes some of the discursive tools used in ​Blue Planet 
II​ episodes to talk about climate change, while reminding viewers of their connections to 
underwater animals. This highlights the way ​Blue Planet II ​differs from ​Our Planet​ by 
only deeply addressing global warming in its last episode, while ​Our Planet ​makes it the 
central message of each section of each episode.  
 
6. ​Blue Planet II ​: Analysis of the Episodes 
 
In this chapter, different discursive tools used in ​Blue Planet II ​to communicate 
about global warming while keeping humans out of the frame will be discussed. This will 
be done in the first section by highlighting human presence through the techniques 
used to recreate sound in wildlife documentaries, and through the anthropomorphic 
qualities animals are given by the narrator. The second section of this chapter links 
visuals to sound to discuss the few mentions of global warming before the last episode. 
The third section focuses on the last episode of the series, which was by far the most 
thorough in addressing climate change. This will close the analysis of ​Blue Planet II​, 
answering the question of how this series was able to highlight the relationship between 
animal protection and climate change, while visually maintaining the genre’s codes 
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separating nature from the human world. 
 
A. Sound in Wildlife Documentaries 
 
While explaining what he calls a dilemma for a filmmaker, Mills exposed the way 
film crews rotate their cameras on set in order to avoid unwanted man-made objects to 
enter the frame. Hence, wildlife documentaries are not the unbiased observation of 
nature that many perceive them to be and while they may look like an honest depiction 
of nature, they are very much staged. Indeed, an important amount of work has to be 
put into the sound aspect of post production, which influences the tone and story told in 
these films. On top of musical decisions, most of the sounds heard by viewers in the 
final product have to be recorded separately from the image, or created from scratch in 
sound studios. In modern wildlife documentaries, cameras oftentimes plunge 
underwater and visit difficult environments where clean sound cannot be recorded. In 
order to capture cinematic images and avoid affecting the animals filmed, these 
cameras are often placed at a distance, sometimes in helicopters or drones. However, 
while they have the ability to zoom in or simply capture scenes accurately from a 
distance, microphones do not (Cade 00:00:03 - 00:01:10). In order to visually 
understand this, one can visualize any aerial shot in this type of films and see that if 
recorded on location, the sound heard would be that of loud helicopter blades. These 
technicalities are only the tip of the iceberg as sound is also used to give animals a 
personality, making the viewers root for one animal rather than another during a hunt. In 
the case of ​Blue Planet II ​, it is important to note that the narrator does not really 
villainize predators. This allows the audience to understand the rules of the food chain 
without being upset about then, and to later find out how global warming is disrupting 
them. 
This shows that wildlife documentaries, while using animals as unscripted actors, 
are still in control of the narrative they share. An important part of sound controlled by 
filmmakers in these documentaries is therefore the story, as told by the narrator (Cade 
00:02:38 - 00:04:43). Having a narrator who does not appear on screen is one of the 
main characteristics of wildlife documentaries. Outside of an apparition from the 
Attenborough in the introduction of the first episode, this rule was respected. In many 
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instances throughout the series, Attenborough gives animals anthropomorphic qualities 
by highlighted the similarities between animals and humans. This is the case for 
instance when false killer whales and dolphins are compared to “old friends” (One 
Ocean 00:26:10 - 00:26:40). Attenborough also continuously compares interspecie 
relationships to human friendships in various episodes. This kind of discourse allows 
viewers to identify with the species on screen, and develop empathy towards them.  
The auditory part of wildlife documentaries is an essential component in creating 
the narrative, and further developing viewers’ empathy. Sound can be separated in 
three categories with the music giving a tone, the sound effects re-creating animal 
sounds, and the voice of the narrator telling the story. Human presence can be felt 
through each of these parts. The music is a constant reminder of the art that goes into 
the making of the episodes, and a reflection of the majestic or sometimes comedic 
aspect of the scenes filmed. It emotionally reminds the viewers of the beauty that exists 
not only in the environment, but also in some of the things humans create, such as 
orchestral melodies. The sound effects are a more subtle reminder of human presence, 
as only the educated viewer knows they had to be recorded separately or recreated in 
sound studios. The voice of the narrator is perhaps the most obvious reminder of a 
human presence, making it inseparable from all life on Earth. Indeed through the 
narration, viewers are reminded that this nature is observed through a human lens and 
that humans and other animals share many similarities. Through the narration of ​Blue 
Planet II​ viewers are told about the connections between various species, and about 
the impact of climate change. The following section studies the way ​Blue Planet II 
addressed climate change in its six first episodes. This section will highlight the 
conscious decisions made in the structure of the series to incorporate climate change, 
and analyse a scene in the third episode, showing plastic in nature. 
 
B. Sound and Visuals: ​Blue Planet II ​and Man-Made Objects 
 
One of the main ways ​Blue Planet II ​tackles global warming is by letting viewers 
develop affection for a number of animals during the first six episodes, and offering 
solutions to environmental problems touching these animals in the seventh. In the six 
first episodes the visual codes of wildlife documentaries are perfectly respected, with a 
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brief occasional twist reminding viewers of man’s impact on the environment. These 
occasional twists typically only last a few seconds, and vary auditively from the narrator 
talking about a plastic bottle in the ocean to him briefly explaining the impact raising 
oceans can have on cities. ​Blue Planet II​ mostly kept its environmental message for the 
last episode, an episode which alone could belong to a very different branch of the 
genre. The decision of revealing the most important information at the end of this eight 
part series is the biggest difference between ​Blue Planet II​ and ​Our Planet​, which 
discusses global warming in each episode.  
In the first six episodes of ​Blue Planet II​, visual representations of climate 
change are rarer than its mentions through speech.​ ​Some frames however, still let the 
viewer witness human presence with the brief apparition of plastic, boats or even cities. 
This is the case in the third episode, when a plastic bottle unexpectedly appears on 
screen, laying on the ocean floor in shallow waters (Coral Reefs 00:32:25 - 00:32:57). 
The bottle in this scene is found by a fish in search of a nest to lay its eggs. This 
segment serves to make a point about the outreach of human activity in seemingly wild 
environments. It highlights the impact of plastic on all kinds of environments and 
animals. The scene breaks a barrier that wildlife documentaries usually avoid crossing 
between the negative sides of the environment created by humans, and what is often 
described as “the animal kingdom”. It also exemplifies a brief release to what Mills 
described as a dilemma for filmmakers, in other words the difficult decision to hide 
reality by framing out man-made objects from wildlife documentaries. Most of the third 
episode of ​Blue Planet II​ is no different from regular nature documentaries, however it 
still ends on a note which once again brings a moral relief to Mills’ filmmaker dilemma. 
After having spent the first 35 minutes of the episode celebrating the variety of life that 
depended on a coral reef, the episode indeed concludes by showing its rapid death. 
This visually implies that other animals filmed for the series had a similar fate, due to 
the global warming related issues described by the narrator.  
Apparitions or mentions of man-made objects are rarely, but sometimes made in 
other episodes of the series. On the other hand, ​Blue Planet II​ episodes are always 
followed by a “making of” showing the crew filming the various species, which is not the 
case for Attenborough’s other series ​Our Planet​. While mentions of climate change are 
scarce in ​Blue Planet’​s first six episodes, the last episode is entirely centered around 
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man’s impact on the various species and environments previously introduced by the 
series. The following section will analyze that seventh episode, entitled ​Our Blue Planet​. 
The study of this episode will highlight that unlike in ​Our Planet​, in ​Blue Planet II ​human 
presence on screen is often necessary to talk about global warming. Therefore, it is a 
necessary step to understand what made ​Our Planet ​even more innovative than its 
predecessor. 
 
C. ​Blue Planet II ​‘s Last Episode: ​Our Blue Planet 
 
In the last episode, on screen human presence is multiplied, as Attenborough 
introduces the “pioneers who are striving to turn things around” and “people who are 
helping to save the ocean’s most vulnerable inhabitants, and dedicating their lives to 
protecting the seas” (Our Blue Planet 00:01:35 - 00:01:57). The people filmed or even 
interviewed in this episode are scientists, crew members, divers, environmental 
volunteers, and the narrator himself. This episode begins with an introduction similar to 
the first episode, as Attenborough gives a new speech while standing on the same boat 
as in the opening sequence of the series. He establishes the main questions the 
episode will answer as “is time running out?” and “how fragile is our blue planet?” (Our 
Blue Planet 00:02:00 - 00:02:05). This last episode entirely and openly aims at 
encouraging people to actively protect the oceans. One of the series’ visual 
characteristics is saturated colors with intense blue and turquoise tones. The episode 
however begins with darker colors as a crew member plunges to observe orcas and 
humpback whales. The music starts with a cinematic depth that prepares the viewers to 
forget about their world and lose themselves in the beauty of nature. Aerial views are 
combined with cinematic music and underwater shots of orcas and humpback whales, 
performing a hunting choreography.  
This scene begins by respecting the usual wildlife documentary discourse, a 
discourse which is quickly broken however, immediately showing that this episode is 
very different from the rest of the series. As the music becomes more dramatic and 
fishing boats appear on screen, close ups of fishermen filmed at night highlight the 
change of narrative to come. This scene aims at making spectators understand the 
damage that overfishing has caused for centuries. Attenborough’s voice follows the 
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interview of a fisherman, explaining that fifty years prior to the filming of these images, 
overfishing had led to the almost complete extinction of herring in the area. 
Attenborough claims that hunters decided to kill orcas in hopes of having more fish for 
themselves and “it was only after the norwegian government imposed severe 
restrictions that the herring were able to recover” (Our Blue Planet 00:04:16 - 00:04:35). 
This statement is essential, because ​Blue Planet II ​itself had an impact on UK 
legislation. Following Attenborough’s reasoning in this passage, one can see that this 
was the impact the series hoped to achieve. Shots of boats within flocks of birds 
illustrate the narrator’s words as he explains that regulations turned the place into a 
fishery where all species find sufficient herring, including humans and orcas. This 
shows early in the episode that ​Our Blue Planet ​provides actual answers on how to 
stabilize the balance between humans and animals. Indeed by showing that changes in 
legislation are extremely effective in terms of environmental protection, the narrator 
teaches viewers that they can help by pressuring their governments. Later in the 
episode, the narrator sheds light on how a man almost single handedly saved 
leatherback turtles from extinction. Once again this highlights the message this episode 
attempts to communicate to its audience, which is that individual action can make a 
difference. 
This last episode is a rewind on the way the six previous ones were created, and 
the observations of the film crew and scientists on what they have researched, or 
witnessed during the filming. It contains some shots from previous episodes, and a 
majority of new shots including humans. Certain crew members are interviewed in 
places where species were discovered by viewers in previous episodes. Others are 
interviewed in areas of research, such as laboratories and offices. Every scene of this 
episode exposes a different problem and concludes with solutions to that specific 
problem. The first problem exposed is overfishing, as discussed in the orca scene 
analyzed above. The second problem is the noise created by boats in the oceans, 
which leaves certain species unable to communicate, and therefore vulnerable to 
predators. The third problem exposed is plastic, which is the one that seems to have led 
to changes in UK legislation. Close to the end of the episode, one of crew members 
shares his emotions regarding the coral reef he filmed, which lost all of its ecosystems 
in the time it took to make the documentary. The scene opens with a fish which was 
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shown using tools in the first episode, as the crew member explains the team named 
him “Percy the persistent” (Our Blue Planet 00:44:00 - 00:44:33). Highlighting the 
similarities between on screen species and more familiar species is undeniably a 
recurring tool used in ​Blue Planet II ​to help viewers sympathize with them.  
As images of the abovementioned diver are shown, his voice explains that he 
spent his life swimming in the area without witnessing any coral bleach. In 2015 
however, while he was filming the documentary, he witnessed the complete bleaching 
of corals happening in only a few weeks. This passage is illustrated by hyperlapses of 
the coral whitening, implying the death of the species that depended on it. This is a way 
of putting into perspective how rapidly these changes are happening, and a way of 
letting viewers know that they are living at a crucial time. As every problem presented in 
the episode however, the whitening of corals is given a hopeful solution. A scientist 
interviewed by Attenborough explains that by reducing our carbon dioxide emissions, 
we could keep coral reefs from disappearing before the end of the century. As this 
example shows the last episode of ​Blue Planet II ​addresses serious problems, but 
remains full of hope. The aim of using hope as a discursive tool is to make viewers feel 
empowered and take responsibility for the problems oceans are facing, after being 
exposed to other people making positive changes. As the following chapter will show, 
both​ Blue Planet II ​and ​Our Planet ​balance hope with shock to share their message.  
This last episode could almost belong to a different branch of nature 
documentaries than the one studied here, because it was filmed in the “human world” 
using different visual codes from the other episodes. However, it cannot be detached 
from the rest of ​Blue Planet II ​, which belongs to the same branch of the genre as ​Our 
Planet​. Therefore ​Blue Planet II​ introduced climate change into the branch of wildlife 
documentaries that usually frames out humans, in a unique way. ​Our Planet​ goes even 
further in this innovative direction, respecting the wildlife documentary codes perfectly 
while being entirely focusing on climate change. The creators of both series 
successfully share their environmental message, highlighting that animal protection and 
the fight against climate change are indiscernible from one another. The following 
chapter will focus on the ways both series highlight the connections between all 
species, and show that everything that happens on Earth is linked. This will also provide 
an insight on what the future of wildlife documentaries could look like if climate change 
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does become a mandatory part of the genre. 
 
7. Interconnections 
 
This chapter focuses on the interconnections that exist between all living beings. 
More specifically it explores the ways ​Blue Planet II ​and ​Our Planet ​highlight 
interconnections between all species, in order to keep humans aware that even when 
they do not see themselves on screen, they play a role in the balance of nature. This 
helps to understand the ways in which the producers of both series turned an intangible 
problem, global warming, into a tangible “specie to specie” problem. Highlighting these 
interconnections a strength unique to the wildlife documentary genre, which can be 
used to shift global warming discourse. This method indeed reminds humans that they 
too are part of nature, although unlike other species they have the power to find 
solutions to slow down or solve global warming. 
 
A. Research on Interconnectivity 
 
Our Planet​ uses its eight episodes of fifty minutes each to touch on diverse 
species and environments around the globe. It succeeds in showing a wide variety of 
environmental problems, and the ways in which they are all interconnected. 
Interconnection is therefore a key concept in ​Our Planet​’s way of reframing global 
warming discourse.​ ​Studies by Florian Arendt and Jörg Matthes show that when films 
create or highlight deep connections between humans and their environment, viewers’ 
interest in nature is heightened. Previous studies had established that spending time at 
the Zoo heightened people’s sense of connection with nature, which made these 
scholars wonder whether nature documentaries could have the same impact. Arendt 
and Matthes used two groups of people for their study, the first one watching a wildlife 
documentary while the other watched a documentary on Einstein’s theory of relativity. 
After viewing, both groups took performance-based tests and computer surveys 
measuring their feelings of connection to nature. Before this study, research had 
already established that feeling connected to nature enhanced people’s likelihood of 
adopting environmentally friendly behavior. Arendt and Matthes additionally found that 
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highlighting the ways humans are linked to other species in nature documentaries 
changes viewers’ environmental attitudes positively (Arendt and Matthes par. 2).  
Further research measured the impact of highlighting connectivity on people’s 
behaviors in the long run, by examining social media. The documentary ​Planet Earth II 
was studied for this research, and scholars were able to observe a heightened interest 
in the species presented in that documentary, as they received increased social media 
interest up to six months after viewing (Fern á ndez-Belon et al. 7). These results were 
found by researching 35000 tweets with the hashtag “PlanetEarth2” and comparing the 
reaction of viewers to different species of the show. By observing the number of visits 
on these species’ Wikipedia pages as well as Twitter, researchers also discovered that 
viewers’ interest did not depend on how familiar people were with the species prior to 
viewing, but rather on how much screen time these species received. These findings 
led these scholars to advise filmmakers to give longer screen time to endangered 
species. For more efficient environmental protection, filmmakers must therefore pick 
their battles and use research based on audience reaction to better build their argument 
and maximise their impact (Fern á ndez-Belon et al. 7). This is something that  Our Planet 
does quite well. Indeed, despite introducing a high number of environments around the 
globe, the episodes give a thorough analysis of global warming’s impact on biodiversity. 
The show’s creators picked a handful of species to receive more screen time than 
others and used their stories to explain bigger phenomenons, stirring the viewers 
towards an aspect of global warming or another. ​Our Planet​ also seems to rely heavily 
on previous research, as the narrative techniques used in it are backed by science. The 
series for instance uses hope to make viewers feel empowered rather than scared, and 
alternates between revealing hard truths about global warming and hopeful messages 
about a possible future for the planet. These techniques indeed are highlighted in many 
studies in this field of research. The following chapter will show how interconnections 
are highlighted in ​Blue Planet II ​. 
  
B. Highlighting Connections in ​Blue Planet II 
 
This section analyzes ​ Blue Planet II​’s ways of highlighting interconnectivity​. 
Highlighting interconnections is one of the main tools available to introduce global 
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warming into the wildlife documentary genre.​ ​The first episode of the series opens with 
a scene which already shows the connections that exist between species. Indeed the 
second shot introduces a white boat moving parallel to the camera, which is followed by 
a close up of dolphins swimming close to it. Instead of mystifying the animal kingdom, 
this passage shows how man-made objects interact with animals. The camera follows 
the dolphins underwater as the music’s orchestral dimension respects people’s 
expectations for documentaries of this genre. Attenborough is then filmed talking to the 
camera, as the viewer understands that this is only an introduction to the series. 
Attenborough’s introduction speech is punctuated by images of later moments in the 
series, and he is transparent on the way new technology has allowed the crew to film 
things that had never been captured before. The intent of the series according to this 
introduction speech is to convince viewers that sea creatures are as worthy of human 
empathy as other animals, and that ocean life must urgently be protected.  
Throughout the first episode, some features are highlighted to make various 
ocean creatures seem more similar to humans. A touching example of this connection 
is the story of how a flock of dolphins and a flock of false killer whales, communicate 
despite being different animals. Attenborough’s narrative voice tells the viewer that 
these two flocks of different species “appear to be old friends” as they remember each 
other and have connections to one another (One Ocean 00:26:10 - 00:26:40). 
Additionally, Attenborough never refers to animals using “it” but rather “he” or “she”. 
While this might seem to be a detail, it immediately makes these animals feel closer to 
humans. Most animals filmed are given personality traits and pursue activities that can 
be relatable for viewers, such as playing or protecting their family. These stories and 
this choice of words is made to show that behaviors that might seem unique to humans 
can be found in other species. In the first episode, global warming itself is only 
mentioned in the introduction and the very end. Indeed, the episode ends on the image 
of a struggling walrus desperately looking for an iceberg for its pups to rest (One Ocean 
00:41:45 - 00:42:10). These rare mentions of climate change, and these comparisons to 
humans are how ​Blue Planet II ​choses to highlight the interconnections between man 
and other species. These connections are highlighted differently in ​Our Planet​, which 
will be the focus of the next chapter.  
Our Planet ​does not show humans at all, which seemingly makes it more 
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vulnerable to the general criticism against the genre’s framing of nature. Scholar Julia 
Jones for instance suggests the message of ​Our Planet​ could be improved by reducing 
the awe-inspiring wilderness shots and showing the omnipresence of agriculture, 
mining and transport infrastructures (Jones et al. 422). I argue however that this is 
already done in both series. In ​Blue Planet II​, it is done in the last episode and in ​Our 
Planet​, it is done in the videos which can be found on its website and complete the 
series. These website videos will be discussed in the last chapter of this dissertation. 
Despite her criticism of the framing out of humans in ​Our Planet​, Jones points out that 
the series is successfully introducing a wildlife documentary audience to climate 
change. The following chapter highlights the strength of ​Our Planet​, which is its way of 
highlighting interconnections. 
 
C. Highlighting Connections in ​Our Planet 
 
The central message of ​Our Planet ​is that all living beings are connected. It 
combines this message with constant reminders of the urgency of understanding and 
fighting global warming. Films which belong to the “global warming documentary” genre 
have become relatively common, but addressing climate change is a new practice for 
wildlife documentaries of this branch. The involvement of nature documentaries in 
climate change communication is therefore creating a new way of thinking and talking 
about it, in other terms a new discourse. While this discourse centers around balance 
and interconnectedness in both series, ​Our Planet ​is built differently from ​Blue Planet​ ​II​. 
The first main difference between the two, is that ​Blue Planet II​ does not frame out 
humans from all of its episodes. The second main difference is that no wildlife 
documentary devoid of humans had ever talked about climate change as much as ​Our 
Planet, ​not even ​Blue Planet II ​(Jones et al. 1)​.​ This makes ​Our Planet​’s way of circling 
back to climate change every few minutes, unique. 
Our Planet ​still uses a number of discursive tools similar to those used in ​Blue 
Planet II​. The most notable example of this similarity is the interconnectedness between 
different animal and vegetal species, which is constantly highlighted by the narrator. 
Highlighting interconnections is also what enables the show to link everything to climate 
change. Attenborough uses sentences such as “plants often depend on animals to 
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pollinate their flowers, and these intimate connections are as important as the great 
global ones” (One Planet 00:24:25 - 00:24:53) to talk about these relations. The 
interconnectedness in the narration works hand in hand with the editing, as the episode 
moves from one environment to the next with ease. This seamless editing highlights 
how a small change on one side of the planet can have a ripple effect on the other side 
of it. Where the narrative of ​Blue Planet II ​was disrupted by its introduction and the 
omnipresence of humans in its last episode, ​Our Planet ​is perfectly homogenous and 
very much feels like a whole. Interconnectivity is also reflected in the structure of the 
episodes.  
To exemplify that, the structure of the first episode can be examined. It begins 
with an aerial shot above the sea on the coast of Peru in South America. The image 
shows millions of sea birds while Attenborough explains that this is a fishing session in 
“one of the richest seas on Earth” (One Planet 00:04:22 - 00:04:40). A parallel is 
visually created between the millions of birds above the sea and the millions of 
anchovies swimming underneath. More species enter the dance from below the surface 
while the music becomes louder, and birds plunge from heights into the water. It is a 
majestic spectacle, which Attenborough says only occurs due to a current called the 
Humboldt, which carries rich nutrients from Antarctica. Attenborough adds that “90% of 
life in the oceans is found on the shallow seas close to the coast” (One Planet 00:06:15 
- 00:06:52) which is the element connecting every scene of this episode. At the end of 
the episode, after many stories about different species, the viewers find themselves in 
Greenland watching ice breaking away from glaciers over dramatic orchestral music. 
Eventually, the music stops for the first time in the episode to leave space for sound 
effects of falling ice. The fact that music had been continuously used prior to this 
moment emphasizes the event. Attenborough claims that “within 20 minutes, 75 million 
tons of ice break free” (One Planet 00:45:20 - 00:46:05) before circling back to the 
beginning of the episode on the coast of Peru.  
In order to perfectly close the loop of the episode’s narrative, Attenborough adds 
that the breaking of ice the viewer just witnessed, disrupts ocean currents including the 
Humboldt. Without the Humboldt current, the seabird spectacle witnessed at the 
beginning of the episode would no longer exist. Despite the serious tone of this end of 
episode, the overall feeling the viewer is left with is hope, which is one of the most 
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important elements to create a long lasting impact on an audience (Bieniek-Tobasco et 
al. chap. 5). As the series goes on, interspecies connectivity always vocally includes 
humans, which is likely to have long term positive behavioral changes on viewers 
(Arendt and Matthes par. 2). This is the way ​Our Planet​ highlights interconnectivity, 
through the storytelling of the narrator, the editing, and by using images reminding 
viewers of previous visuals. Indeed throughout ​Our Planet​ viewers are reminded of their 
own connection to all of life, of global warming and of their power to help stopping it. 
The following chapter will focus on a crucial element allowing these series to highlight 
connectivity, but also to deliver shocking information in a hopeful way: the voice of the 
narrator. This will participate in answering the main question of this dissertation, by 
exposing a central way modern wildlife documentaries highlight the relationship 
between animal protection and climate change, while visually framing out humans. 
 
D. Interconnectivity through the Narrator 
 
 Attenborough’s notoriety gives ​Our Planet​ a powerful tool which proved to be 
helpful in ​ Blue Planet II​’s fight for social change. Notoriety aside however, his 
storytelling might be what stands out most in both series. Without the narrator to lead 
the viewer, it would indeed be impossible for audiences to understand the 
interconnections that are at the core of ​Blue Planet II ​and ​Our Planet​. In the case of ​Our 
Planet​, various rhetorical techniques are used to highlight that aspect from the very 
beginning of the series. In the first few seconds of the show Attenborough is rapidly 
presented as an all-knowing narrator, a deep voice devoid of physical appearance 
watching over the globe from space. The introduction shot of the first episode of ​Our 
Planet​ shows part of the moon filling the viewer’s lower screen, on top of which 
Attenborough’s voice begins by saying “just 50 years ago, we finally went to the moon” 
(One Planet 00:00:01 - 00:00:40). His voice is recogniseable for English speaking 
audiences and brings a familiar aspect to the documentary, which earns their trust 
within the first few seconds of the series. For people who might not know David 
Attenborough, his intellectual tone helps securing his authority as an all-knowing 
narrator. Nevertheless, Attenborough brings himself to the same level as the viewers 
repeatedly throughout the series. He does so by using the word “we” when talking 
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about humanity, highlighting the connections between all of us. This can be already be 
witnessed in the first scene, with phrases such as “for the very first time, we looked 
back at our own planet” or “This series will celebrate the natural wonders that remain, 
and reveal what we must preserve to ensure people and nature thrive.” (One Planet 
00:00:00 - 00:01:23). With this sentence, he puts the emphasis on the fact that 
environmental actions are beneficial to all living beings. He also repeatedly reassures 
the viewer that global warming can be solved, using sentences such as “but the natural 
world is resilient, great riches still remain, and with our help, the planet can recover. 
never has it been more important to learn how the natural world works, and how to help 
it” (One Planet 00:02:45 - 00:03:36). 
Through his choice of words, Attenborough includes himself in the same group 
as the viewers, being responsible together for saving the planet. He also takes on the 
blame for being a small part of what caused climate change. By doing so he gently 
allows the viewer to reflect on taking responsibility and feeling involved without being 
blamed and paralyzed by the weight of that shame. The first episode ends on a note 
which highlights both the interconnectivity between humans and animals, and uses the 
word “we” to involve the narrator and the spectator: 
 
“All across our planet, crucial connections are being disrupted. The stability that 
we, and all life relies upon is being lost. What we do in the next 20 years will 
determine the future for all life on Earth. The rest of this series will explore the 
planet’s most important habitats and celebrate the life they still support. We will 
reveal what must be preserved if we are to ensure a future where humans and 
nature can thrive” (One Planet 00:47:08 - 00:48:10). 
 
Our Planet​ does not attempt to create change through fear but through empathy, hope 
and highlighting connections. This chapter has showed how a combination of images 
and the narrator’s words help highlighting these interconnections. The following chapter 
will focus more closely on the emotions ​Our Planet ​creates to communicate one of the 
main messages of the series, which is that if humanity acts now on climate change, 
both humans and animals will be able to thrive of this planet. 
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 8. ​Our Planet​: Balancing Global Warming Information through Shock and Hope  
 
This chapter looks at another technique the narrator uses to influence viewers’ 
emotions in a way that makes them want to take action. The two essential emotions 
Our Planet ​creates for that purpose are shock and hope. This chapter exposes the way 
these two emotions participate in highlighting the relationship between animal 
protection and climate change, while the episodes visually continue to frame humans 
out. 
 
A. Hope: An Efficient Discursive Tool 
 
The feelings a documentary creates have a strong impact on how likely viewers 
are to take environmental action after viewing. Hope is particularly important in the 
domain of global warming, as fifty percent of people who report being concerned about 
global warming also say that they feel hopeless about it (Bieniek-Tobasco et al. par. 6). 
Hopelessness and fear has proved to have a paralyzing effect on people, it is therefore 
essential for documentaries which aim to change their viewers’ behaviors, to create 
hope (Jones et al. 422). This is something ​Our Planet ​does well, particularly through 
speech, with the tone used by the narrator. Yet in this context, even positivity must be 
handled with caution, otherwise it would make the reality of global warming seem less 
serious than it is, and would not lead viewers to take action (Stoknes 1). Filmmakers 
must thus avoid being too optimistic, as that creates misinformation and inaction. 
Simultaneously, they must not be too pessimistic either, as pessimism can have the 
same effect (Bieniek-Tobasco et al. chap.5). Additionally, people in this industry should 
educate themselves on the newest research in this field in order to maximise their 
impact on their audience. This balance of emotions, as well as the use of techniques 
that have proved their efficiency through research is something that ​Our Planet ​seems 
to do particularly well. Indeed Attenborough alternates between dramatic and 
admirative intonations, and between serious and comedic discourse in order to keep 
the viewer interested and optimistic. After giving the viewer information about global 
warming which seems unsurmountable, Attenborough systematically softens his tone to 
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bring viewers back to a positive outlook, using sentences such as “but the natural world 
is resilient, great riches still remain, and with our help, the planet can recover.” (One 
Planet 00:03:00 - 00:03:30).  
Throughout the episodes, these dramatic moments are consistently followed by 
uplifting ones. This technique avoids overwhelming the viewer with global warming 
tragedies which would be counterproductive, scare them and make them feel hopeless 
(Feinberg and Willer 10). The narrator also constantly alternates between focusing on a 
particular animal following the classic nature documentary format, to later slide back 
into how global warming is changing that animal’s life for the worst. This can be 
exemplified in the first episode by a sequence in the Serengeti landscape, involving 
wildebeests and their calves. A playful sequence is followed by the type of music which 
instinctively lets the viewer know that a predator is lurking. Hunting dogs are presented 
as this sequence’s predators. After an action filled pursuit using slow motion close ups 
with cinematic music, the targeted calf manages to escape the hunting dogs. In the 
episodes, predators rarely catch their prey as the villain of the series is not a predator, 
but climate change. Attenborough then breaks the hunting sequence’s happy ending by 
saying “the future of this whole migration depends on the regularity of the rains, but also 
on the continued existence of the great open grasslands across which the herds make 
their immense journeys” (One Planet 00:22:58 - 00:23:20). The image then immediately 
cuts to an aerial shot of a jungle and its rich ecosystem can be heard through the sound 
effects. Attenborough’s tone suddenly becomes playful to fit with the positive sequence 
that follows. The hopeful discourse that follows is a characteristic of the way ​Our Planet 
looks integrates global warming into the wildlife documentary discourse. 
Researcher Magnús Sigurðsson identified two ways of talking about global 
warming in films and literature (Sigurðsson 5). The first is what he calls the “we can 
solve it” narrative, and the second is the “we won’t solve it narrative”. Studies have 
shown the first narrative to be much more conclusive than the second. Despite difficult 
scenes, ​Our Planet ​manages to maintain a positive and hopeful tone, following the “we 
can solve it” narrative. Plastic apparitions are distressing in this type of documentaries, 
because they take viewers out of the story to remind them of the doom of climate 
change. Therefore ​Our Planet​’s’ scarce use of such images, participates in alleviating 
some of the paralyzing fear which is associated with climate change. The key to 
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communicate about climate change information in wildlife documentaries is balance, 
and this balance is reflected in the dynamics between positive and negative emotions in 
Our Planet​. The following section will dissect the series’ use of shock and positivity to 
illustrate this strategy. 
 
B. How to Shock the Audience 
 
The previous chapters showed that wildlife documentaries’ portrayal of a pristine 
nature is not an obstacle to climate change education. In fact, this portrayal can even 
make audiences realize that animal protection and the fight against climate change are 
intimately linked. It also established that when a documentary creates a feeling of 
connection between humans and nature, viewers develop a long term interest in the 
topics addressed (Fernandez-Bellon and Kane par. 1). These connections are 
highlighted throughout ​Our Planet​ and create a deep form of empathy. The feelings of 
connection already established in the first episode, make the emotional impact of the 
second episode particularly strong. Indeed the last part of the second episode of ​Our 
Planet​ is undoubtedly the most shocking segment of the entire series. On the North 
Eastern coast of Russia, thousands of walrus are filmed from above, stacked on top of 
one another because of the lack of space on the narrow shore. Close ups are used to 
show how suffocating that environment is. To avoid this crowd, Attenborough explains 
that despite not being designed for climbing, some find ways to struggle up a rocky 
mountain. While he continues his description by saying that these animals are almost 
blind when outside of the water and are not made for climbing, the music takes a turn to 
set the tone for the shocking and saddening sequence ahead. Attenborough explains 
that these animals eventually need to go back to the sea. Due to their unadapted eyes 
and heavy bodies however, hundreds fall from the edge of the mountain in a horrific 
spectacle. The falls are filmed in a way which resembles the notorious photographs of 
people jumping from the twin towers on the infamous terrorist attacks of September 
11th, strengthening the feelings of connection and empathy between humans and the 
“animal kingdom”. 
Studies have proved that when a documentary provokes anger, shock and 
optimism, it is more likely to create interest and lead viewers to take action 
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(Bieniek-Tobasco et al. par. 12). Shock and optimism are indeed key factors present in 
each episode of ​Our Planet​. Shock is caused by the images themselves and the 
declarations of the voice over. Shocking moments, whether experienced through 
images similar to the end of episode two described above, or simply through 
Attenborough’s narration, are always followed by positive moments. This is usually 
done by changing the music, using comedy, moving to a different part of the world or by 
marveling at the beauty of life and its interconnections. In the second episode, a scene 
exemplifies that perfectly. Attenborough begins by highlighting the interconnections 
between human activity, the Arctic and the Antarctic by saying “the polar regions of our 
planet may seem beyond the reach of most of us, but they are not beyond our 
influence. We, unintentionally, are changing these frozen worlds. [...] and these 
changes will not just affect the poles, but the whole planet” (Frozen Worlds 00:01:38 - 
00:02:24). This is immediately followed by a segment which speaks both of global 
warming, and of the wonders of the world.  
The narrator explains that chains of mountains are hidden under the snow of 
Antarctica, and that each winter the sea around the continent freezes until spring. 
During that season however, the ice melts and allows life to come back in those 
regions. As the music becomes hopeful and the color palette turns brighter, 
Attenborough cheerfully announces that “life returns” (Frozen Worlds 00:04:00 - 
00:04:18). The scene that follows shows multiple species living in that environment, 
once again highlighting the connection between all of life. Attenborough makes use of 
comedy in an attempt to fully bring the viewer back to feeling positive emotions. He 
does so by focusing on the specie of the Gentoo penguins as the music transitions 
further to take a comedic tone. The penguins are portrayed as funny characters, 
climbing a mountains in their gleeful clumsy walk, to reach rocky grounds (Frozen 
Worlds 00:05:00 - 00:07:30). This highlights the typical use of comedy in ​Our Planet 
episodes, as every shocking or saddening sequence is followed by a positive and 
hopeful moment. 
This chapter has now highlighted how ​Our Planet​ skillfully balanced negative and 
positive emotions and highlighting interconnectivity. This new wildlife documentary 
discourse helps viewers understand how animal protection and climate change are 
intertwined. Both series have found their way to navigate in a world visually devoid of 
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humans, but where humanity is always present through the narration. ​Blue Planet II ​has 
proved that when wildlife documentaries use their unique tools to educate viewers on 
climate change, they can have an actual impact on legislation. There are thus reasons 
to believe that ​Our Planet ​and the wildlife documentaries it will inspire, can be helpful in 
the fight against global warming. The following chapter will highlight the additional tools 
that are made available to modern wildlife documentaries by their online presence. 
 
9. Beyond the Episodes 
 
Now that the in-episode discursive tools introducing global warming in this 
branch of the wildlife documentary genre have been identified, it is time to look at the 
platform onto which ​Our Planet ​was released. This will help identifying the tools that 
online streaming platforms can bring to help future wildlife documentaries spread their 
environmental message. The analysis below highlights the advantages and hindrances 
made available by the series’ online presence, and the sustainable future of the 
filmmaking industry. 
 
A. ​Our Planet​’s Website 
 
Our Planet ​was tailored for Netflix, the streaming platform which co-produced it. 
This makes the end of each​ Our Planet ​episode almost as important as the episodes 
themselves, as it gives viewers direct access to the series’ website. Indeed viewers are 
visually showed the address of the website “ourplanet.com” after viewing, and verbally 
encouraged to visit it in order to find out how they can help solving the problems 
addressed in the episode they just watched. In doing so,​ Our Planet ​leads the viewers 
to take action against climate change with a few simple clicks. This type of framework 
has proved to be efficient. Indeed modern studies showed that filmmakers can truly 
have an impact on their audience’s attitudes, an impact which could last longer when a 
celebrity such as Attenborough is involved, as discussed earlier. Filmmakers’ impact 
can also be lengthened by having a framework in place to help viewers take action 
immediately after watching an environmental documentary. ​Our Planet​’s website 
corresponds to this type of framework (Hofman and Hughes par. 53). This is important, 
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because climate change is difficult for humans to grasp. Therefore being sensibilized 
and educated on different specie to specie aspects of the issue, then directly led to a 
website with solutions, can reduce the overwhelming feelings that come with it and 
motivate people to take action.  
Our Planet​’s website is divided in sections with interactive titles, including “what 
can I do?” for the individual viewer who would like to take personal action, and 
“enterprises” for those who aim at making changes on a bigger scale. In the entreprise 
section of the website, viewers can find a 38 minute video narrated by a woman whose 
identity is not announced. She claims that ​Our Planet ​is the most popular documentary 
series produced by Netflix and that it was the first series of this kind with an 
environmental message as the central point. She also reaffirms that the creators of the 
series continue to fight for their message, as visuals show Attenborough speaking at 
various environmental conferences, and meeting a member of the royal family. This 
makes the viewers feel that they are together with the series’ influential creators in their 
fight for environmental protection. The extract described above is made of footage 
unseen in the episodes, including volcanoes, but also images of humans that would not 
fit in the ​Our Planet ​episodes. The website has similar videos for each type of 
environment mentioned in the series, from jungles to forests and prairies as well as 
from shallow waters to coasts, frozen worlds and the high see. This shows ​Our Planet 
does not limit itself to what can be found on Netflix, but goes deeper for viewers with a 
profound interest in the topic. Although these videos are not counted as ​Our Planet 
episodes, some have the same length as them. Unlike the episodes however, the 
narration focuses on solutions that can be enacted. These videos have a faster pace, a 
quicker editing, and show humans and their inventions, such as machines, fireworks, 
computers, phones, cities and more. These videos do not belong to the wildlife 
documentary genre and therefore do not have a place on Netflix alongside the rest of 
the episodes, but they provide a good complement to the series. The following section 
focuses on Netflix and the advantages and problems the streaming platform brings to 
the cause. 
 
B. New Streaming Platforms 
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Netflix co-produced ​Our Planet​ with a company called “Silverback Films”. 
Silverback Films is owned by the creators of ​Blue Planet II​. It was founded in 2012 by 
Alastair Fothergill, former head of BBC’s Natural History Unit, and specializes in wildlife 
films. Fothergill and Attenborough have collaborated throughout their careers, and their 
intention behind the production of​ Our Planet ​seems to be an organic progression of 
these filmmakers’ passion for nature. Netflix on the other hand capitalizes on mass 
consumption, which is a practice an overwhelming number of environmentalists are 
against. In ​Culture Industry Reconsidered​, Theodor Adorno argues that people have 
become entangled in an entertainment machine which seems designed to keep them 
distracted. Adorno was a German philosopher and sociologist, and although he lived 
before the internet era, his theories on the “culture industry” are an interesting way to 
look at Netflix critically. In his view, capitalism numbs people by saturating their 
attention with overwhelming amounts of entertainment (Adorno 14). Netflix’s 
overwhelming amount of video content is not only criticizable from a moral standpoint, 
but also from an environmental one. Indeed, it is important to know that streaming 
media leaves a heavy carbon footprint, and video streaming in particular will soon be 
responsible for almost two percent of greenhouse gas emissions (Marks 46). An 
example of this is highlighted in scholar Laura Marks’ research “the 1.7 billion streams 
of ​Gangnam Style​ in its first year consumed 298 gigawatt hours of energy, more than 
the annual electrical consumption of the entire population of Burundi” (46). This is 
unfathomable for many consumers, as corporations brand their databases with names 
such as “the cloud” creating the illusion that data has no physical impact on the 
environment, as though internet information was made of floating fog (47). 
Indeed internet data needs to be preserved in physical places, which have to be 
powered twenty four hours a day. In North America, Netflix, YouTube, Amazon Video 
and Hulu represent more than half of “downstream fixed-access” internet traffic (Isley 
9782). While some online platforms have begun to power these physical databases 
using sustainable energy, Netflix has not yet done so. It is therefore important to remain 
critical of the platform, as Netflix’s co-production of ​Our Planet ​could be a form of 
carbon offsetting, a concept criticized by Žižek and many other environmentalists. 
Marks believes that the current amounts of consumption could not be maintained if all 
our energy sources were to become sustainable. Indeed, the numbers are alarming “by 
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2030 communications technology could consume 51 percent of global electricity, and 
produce 23 percent of greenhouse gas emissions” (Marks 46). Various studies predict 
that video content will increase to represent between 74 and 89 percent of traffic data 
between 2024 and 2030 (46). Therefore it is important to start reducing the demand for 
video content, while improving the technology of streaming platforms to better fit 
environmental demands (49). It is also important for people working in the field of 
studying or creating media to understand their responsibility in addressing these issues 
and leading in “conscientious, small-footprint media practices” (46). 
Despite all the criticism that can be made about the platform, Netflix gives ​Our 
Planet​ access to an international audience with the series being available in 190 
countries. In comparison ​Blue Planet II ​was limited to the television channel BBC, and 
thus its outreach was mainly limited to the UK. In that sense, Netflix has opened many 
doors for Attenborough and other environmentalist filmmakers. According to Alastair 
Fothergill, the series’ producer, "whether it’s the BBC or Netflix isn’t the biggest story. 
However, if you want global reach and you have a global story, at the moment the only 
[place] that has the audience is Netflix” (Singh par. 10). Changing the way Netflix and 
the filmmaking industry operate is not an easy task. However, new ways of producing 
films are slowly emerging. These are paths that deserve to be explored further, and 
could potentially change the film industry as a whole. These techniques will be 
explained in the last section of this dissertation below. 
 
C. The Future of Green Filmmaking 
 
While the message in ​ Blue Planet II​ and ​Our Planet ​is environmentally friendly, 
the process of making films is not devoid of emitting carbon emissions. Indeed, the film 
and television industry is an immensely polluting one. A study by the University of 
California Los Angeles proved that it was the second largest polluter in California 
(Glaister par. 1). The film industry is only second after cars, which are by far the most 
common means of transportation in a state which barely has any public transport. 
Despite the fact that there is no filming location as busy as Hollywood in Europe, the 
creation of a film has an important carbon footprint anywhere. It is not uncommon for 
film productions that go to great extends to be environmentally friendly behind the 
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scenes, to speak publicly about these efforts. In the case of ​Blue Planet II​ and ​Our 
Planet ​however, information on the matter is not available. A behind the scenes video of 
Our Planet ​shot by filmmaker Jack Harris shows a jeep with camera equipment 
attached to it, which is an indication that fossil fuel vehicles were used during the shoot. 
In order to further the environmental commitment of wildlife documentaries in the future, 
the vehicles used could potentially be powered by renewable energy in the future 
(Harris 00:00:00 - 00:05:41). While electric cars are not necessarily the best solution, 
this type of additional environmental effort could be applied to other stages of 
production. Wildlife documentaries obviously do not create as much waste as 
Hollywood blockbusters, but this does not mean that these productions cannot improve 
on their own carbon emissions. New ways to lower the impact that film productions 
have on the environment are being developed. On of them is the position of 
“sustainability producer”, which is a person in charge of ensuring that each department 
follows the necessary steps to have the smallest possible impact on the planet. This 
person’s responsibility thus englobes things such as crew transportation, but also 
catering for the team choosing eco-friendly food companies devoid of plastic cutlery. 
Paul Jepson and colleagues argue that for environmentalist filmmakers to truly make a 
difference, wildlife documentaries should also put a large portion of their revenue into 
environmental protection funds (Jepson et al. 1351). This could sound similar to the 
widely criticized “carbon offsetting” practice, which Žižek warned readers about. 
However, these documentaries are devoted to environmental protection and therefore 
on top of their other efforts, donating part of their revenue would likely be seen as an 
honest practice, compatible with their message. 
 
10. Conclusion 
 
Since the Industrial Revolution, humanity’s actions have had an unparalleled 
effect on the biodiversity of the entire planet and created what is now known as global 
warming. On the European continent, industrialisation triggered a counter movement 
valuing nature over industry, called Romanticism. The Romantic thinkers’ response to 
industrialisation greatly participated in shaping modern ecology’s way of seeing nature 
as something holy, magnificent and outside of us. Scholars such as Morton and Žižek 
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believe that this portrayal of nature, is detrimental to the fight against global warming. 
Indeed, Morton argues that in order to address climate change, it is time to stop viewing 
nature as something separate from us. This idea is familiar to those who criticise nature 
documentaries devoid of humans and their portrayal of nature, and believe the genre no 
longer has its place in the era of the climate crisis. The findings of this dissertation 
however, defend its existence. Attenborough’s series ​Blue Planet II ​was credited for 
inducing changes in plastic legislation, showing that highlighting the magnificence of 
nature does not have to be an obstacle to environmental protection. Its successor, ​Our 
Planet​, with its constant reminders of the impact of humans on Earth and clever 
narrative, showed that the natural world can be mystified and celebrated even further, 
and that this celebration can be used as a tool against global warming. Indeed, the 
series used the wildlife documentary codes in favor of environmentalism, by reminding 
viewers of their connections to other species and presenting animal protection and the 
fight against climate change as indiscernible from one another.  
Blue Planet II ​ is an example of how the right use of narrative tools at the right 
time, enhanced by the involvement of a notorious narrator, can change individual 
behaviors and motivate governmental action. While producers have long been weary of 
introducing politics into wildlife documentaries, ​Our Planet​’s success​ ​is further proof that 
audiences are more than ready for climate change to be included in wildlife 
documentaries. The series was able to walk in ​Blue Planet II​’s footsteps and further 
merge wildlife documentaries with global warming communication, creating a new 
discourse. Indeed, it is the first instance of a complete global warming documentary 
which also entirely belongs to the branch of wildlife documentaries that visually frames 
out humans. This dissertation however showed that despite their absence on screen, 
humans are omnipresent in this branch of the genre through the voice of the narrator, 
and more subtly through the techniques used to create the sound and the images. The 
narrator in both series studied applied rhetoric tools which research had proved to have 
long lasting effects on viewers. These rhetoric tools involved using just enough 
elements of shock to impact the viewers without scaring them off, and always creating 
more hope than fear in people’s minds. This use of hope and shock has proved to 
efficiently enable viewers to feel empowered and to make them more likely to take 
action. ​Our Planet​ never failed to counterbalance painful realities with uplifting 
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moments, showing the interconnected beauty of the natural world and often using 
touches of comedy to lighten the mood of each episode.  
Perhaps most importantly, the creators of the series also used their mastery of 
nature documentary filmmaking to show the wonders of the world and constantly 
remind viewers of the important notion of interconnectedness. This technique is meant 
to create long lasting empathy in their audience, and encourage people to take action to 
protect other species. ​Our Planet ​ also followed experts’ advice by offering a framework 
for viewers to immediately turn their desire to protect the environment into action. They 
did so by directing the viewers towards “ourplanet.com” at the end of each episode, a 
website with follow ups on the series’ topics and additional information including advice 
on how individuals can change their daily lives in accordance to environmental 
protection. The website targets individual viewers as well as enterprises and 
governments, and is easily accessible as ​Our Planet ​was not made to be watched on a 
television channel, but streamed online via Netflix. Companies such as Netflix are 
deeply intertwined with the problem of consumerism. Paradoxically, while consumerism 
is one of the roots of climate change, internet is the best platform for ​Our Planet​’s 
message to be communicated with a great amount of people. One could suggest that in 
the future, such documentaries take further steps towards the exploration of 
environmental protection, by increasing methods of green filmmaking behind the 
scenes. This is not only true for wildlife documentaries, but for the entire field of 
filmmaking. In recent years this field has seen the emergence of “sustainability 
producers”, a concept which deserve to be explored further. 
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